Improving the Quality of Emergency Remote Teaching by Gareth Price
      133                               CELE JOURNAL Vol. 29
Improving the Quality of Emergency Remote Teaching 
 
Gareth Price, Asia University
Abstract
The COVID-19 situation in Japan has caused many universities and other teaching institutions 
to suddenly move their courses either partially or wholly online. This sudden shift to online 
teaching has caused severe upheaval for students and teachers alike. Due to a lack of 
preparation and experience of online teaching, the quality of classes has been affected. In part 
this is because the courses that are now being taught online have not been developed with that 
teaching method in mind. Teaching of this kind is separate and distinct from typical online 
instruction his study examines the issues surrounding a sudden move to online teaching with a 
lack of specially prepared curriculum. It also examines the attitudes that Freshman English 
students had to their first term of online classes, and what can be learned from and improved 
upon as we transition to a second semester of online teaching.
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Introduction 
Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, many universities in Japan and around the world 
moved from teaching traditional face-to-face classes on campus to teaching by distance. This 
was undertaken as teaching in a traditional classroom would include all of the ‘Three Cs’ of 
crowded places, close-contact settings, and confined and enclosed spaces that help the virus 
to spread more easily (World Health Organisation, 2020). The corona virus was classified as 
a global pandemic by the World Health Organisation in March 2020 (World Health
Organisation, 2020), just a few short weeks before the start of the new school year in Japan. 
As such, the timing of the spread of the corona virus to Japan meant that very little 
preparation could be undertaken by university lecturers. Typically, it takes six to nine months 
to plan and implement a semester-long university course (Hodges, et al. 2020), whereas in the 
current situation, existing curricula had to be hastily adapted in a matter of weeks.
Emergency Remote Teaching 
It is important to note that the sudden wholesale shift of courses from face-to-face to 
an online platform does not represent best practice, or even typical practice for distance or 
online education. As noted by Bozkurt and Sharma, “Online distance education involves 
more than simply uploading educational content...it is a complex process that requires careful 
planning and determination of aims to create an effective learning ecology.” (2020, p.ii).
Means, Bakia, and Murphy (2014) outline nine such considerations, in terms of modality
(blended course, or fully online), synchrony (synchronous, asynchronous, or blended), and 
instructor role (active instruction, small online presence, or none), amongst others. Whereas a 
carefully planned and constructed online course should bring many benefits (e.g. Xia, Fielder, 
& Siragusa, 2013; Fageeh & Mekheimer, 2013; Lin, 2015; Payne, 2020), “A whiplash 
redirect to an online mode introduced...uncertainties about internet access, ...new types of 
technology,...and how to handle an online synchronous/asynchronous space” (Green, Burrow, 
Carvalho. 2020, p.3). 
The teaching situation that many university lecturers in Japan find themselves in is 
not ‘online’ or ‘distance learning’, but instead ‘emergency remote teaching’. Emergency 
remote teaching, or ERT, is almost entirely different from other online teaching, and as such 
we need to approach and prepare for it differently (Bozkurt & Sharma, 2020). Whereas 
regular online education assumes a curriculum built with online delivery in mind, which can 
subsequently be refined over a period of years, ERT is “a temporary shift of instructional 
delivery to an alternate delivery mode due to crisis circumstances” (Hodges et al, 2020, p.6), 
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or to put it another way, a temporary solution to the immediate problem of COVID-19
(Golden, 2020). 
The Present Situation 
Similar to other universities in Japan, classes in the Center for English Language 
Education (CELE) at Asia University were moved wholly online from the start of the 2020-
2021 academic year. The decision was made by the university that lecturers in the department 
should move forward by teaching their courses in a blended online learning style with the aim 
of 50% synchronous and 50% asynchronous classes within a typical course. As outlined 
above, these courses would fall under the definition of emergency remote teaching. The plan 
was to adapt courses that had been prepared and taught previously in a traditional classroom 
setting, with the view that after the COVID-19 pandemic, these same courses would be once 
again taught in a traditional face-to-face setting. This falls squarely under the definition of 
ERT laid out by Hodges et al: “The use of fully remote teaching solutions for instruction or 
education that would otherwise be delivered face-to-face...that will return to that format once 
the crisis or emergency has abated” (2020, p.6).
Adapting Freshman English Classes 
This study will only consider the Freshman English (FE) programme which makes up 
the bulk of the timetable at CELE. The FE course is divided into two semesters and taught to 
Freshman classes of around 16-20 students, four or five times a week. It is important to note 
that regardless of the COVID-19 situation the previously taught material would need to be 
adapted from the 2019-2020 academic year, as the semester length would shorten from 15 to 
13 weeks, and the class time would increase from 45 minutes to 50 minutes. However, due to 
the corona virus causing a delay to the start of the semester, the first term would be further 
shortened from 13 weeks to 11 weeks with a supplementary two-week project to be 
undertaken by the students in parallel with their online classes to make up for the shortfall in 
‘classroom’ hours. 
In adapting the particular set of FE classes in this study several measures were 
undertaken with the students in mind. For many students, not to mention teachers, it would be 
their first experience of online learning. To do so under the shadow of COVID-19 may create 
more stress for students than nonstudents (Wang et al, 2020), leading to poor academic 
performance (Sintema, 2020). To try to ease the students into the online classes, I chose to 
delay the start of synchronous classes by one week. This follows a simplified version of the 
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5-phase process (Avgerinou & Moros, 2020) to scaffold the learning curve and allow students 
to adjust to the new systems and technology at a slower pace. In this way students would first 
get accustomed to the university’s learning management system (LMS) before submitting 
some text introductions to their classmates in English. In subsequent tasks they would read 
the textbook in preparation for their synchronous classes, and upload an audio file ahead of 
their first synchronous lesson. 
For the Freshman English course 50% of the teaching was to be done asynchronously 
and 50% synchronously. Asynchronous distance instruction as benefits in that it allows 
students to learn at their own pace, and gives them flexibility over their own learning 
schedule (Bannan-Ritland, 2002; Wegner, 2015). Indeed, some activities within classes lend 
themselves more easily to asynchronous classes, such as written activities (Bailey & Lee, 
2020). Therefore, I decided that the students would be best served by studying the Test of 
English for International Communication (TOEIC) portion of the course asynchronously, as 
there are an abundance of writing, listening, and reading tasks that can be completed with 
minimal input from a teacher or the need for collaboration with other students.  
For the synchronous portion of the course, I decided to use the videoconferencing 
platform ‘Zoom’. Videoconferencing has been shown to promote flexibility in the work 
environment (e.g. Julsrud, Hjorthol, & Denstadli, 2012; Kan, 2011), and has been widely 
utilised for synchronous distance learning pre-COVID-19 (Sutterlin, 2018) as it “provides 
students and instructors with live interaction that is similar to a face-to-face classroom setup” 
(Schmitt & Eilderts, 2018, p.290). The closeness to replicating a traditional face-to-face 
classroom can help to reduce cognitive effort on students, as students rely on facial 
expressions, speech, and body language to convey meaning (Kock, 2011). In this sense 
Zoom, and videoconferencing as a whole provide a resemblance to traditional face-to-face 
classrooms (Blum, 2020; Giesbers et al, 2014; Moallem, 2015). To make full use of the 
audio-visual capabilities of Zoom, I decided that the synchronous portion of the course would 
focus on collaborative speaking exercises. 
 
The Present Study 
The present study involved 69 students from four classes of Freshman English at Asia 
University. All students were undertaking four 50-minute classes of Freshman English a 
week consisting of two synchronous and two asynchronous classes.  The asynchronous tasks 
were made up of reading, writing, and listening tasks from the TOEIC textbook TOEIC Skills 
3, while the synchronous lessons were based on the Four Corners 3 textbook. After 11 weeks 
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of online study the students answered an anonymous online questionnaire in Japanese to 
illustrate their feelings towards the first half of the course they had undertaken, with a view 
that these results may be used to shape exactly how the second half of the course is 
administered. 
The Results 
Figure 1. How did you feel when you learned that Asia University classes would be 
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Figure 2. How do you feel about next semester being online as well?  
(1 = very negative, 10 = very positive) 
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Figure 5. Synchronous lessons (Zoom lessons) are better than asynchronous lessons. 
 
Discussion 
Figure 1 shows how positively or negatively the students felt hearing that the first 
semester of the school year would be held online. The results show that 17 students (24.6%)
felt ‘very negative’ to ‘somewhat negative’ (1-4) about this news. However, 28 students 
(40.6%) surveyed felt ‘somewhat positive’ to ‘very positive’ (7-10) about taking classes 
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online. The positivity the students displayed about taking online classes could be linked to the 
concerns about the corona virus itself.
Responding to the statement ‘I’m worried about the corona virus’ (Figure 3) 57 
students (82.6%) either ‘agreed’ or ‘strongly agreed’, with only two respondents (2.9%) 
choosing to ‘disagree’ or ‘strongly disagree’. This seems to show that the positivity towards 
taking classes online may be more out of concern for avoiding the corona virus than with 
general positivity to taking online classes. This can further be shown with the responses to the 
statement ‘I’m glad to be taking Freshman English classes online’. The largest grouped 
response to this was indifference with 27 students (39.1%) selecting ‘neither agree nor 
disagree’. 
However, the responses to the news that the second semester would also be taught 
online were slightly more polarising (Figure 2), with both positive and negative feelings
slightly rising. This time, 18 students (26%) felt ‘very negative’ to ‘somewhat negative’ (1-4)
about this news, compared to 17 (25%) regarding the first semester. Positivity about the
second semester being taught online rose slightly more with 34 students (49.3%) feeling 
‘somewhat positive’ to ‘very positive’ (7-10), rising from 28 students (40.6%) compared to 
the first semester. In this case it seems that after having firsthand experience of online 
teaching the students have chosen stronger positive and negative responses. This can again be 
shown as the ‘neither positive nor negative’ range of responses (5-6) fell from 23 students 
(33.3% of respondents) in regard to the first term, to 17 (24.6%) concerning the second 
semester being taught online. Again, the higher positive responses regarding the second term 
could partly be due to students’ concerns being allayed about online classes after having 
taken them. This can be seen in the responses to the statements ‘I am more confident 
speaking English face-to-face rather than on Zoom’, and ‘I have no technical issues with 
Zoom classes’. Students largely responded indifferently to whether they were more confident 
speaking English face-to-face or via videoconferencing, with 33 (47.8%) answering ‘neither 
agree nor disagree’, which seems to suggest that their confidence in speaking English is not 
affected by using videoconferencing. Likewise, 37 students (53.6%) ‘agreed’ or ‘strongly 
agreed’ that they had not experienced any technical issues with the Zoom classes, with only 
18 students (26%) ‘disagreeing’ or ‘strongly disagreeing’. The continuing issue of the corona 
virus seems to be significant for the students, as 34 (49.3%) ‘agreed’ or ‘strongly agreed’ 
that they would be concerned about the corona virus if the second semester classes were to 
return to the classroom, with only 10 students (14.5%) reporting that they ‘disagreed’ or 
‘strongly disagreed’. 
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In the question of whether students preferred synchronous or asynchronous lessons,
31 students (44.9%) ‘strongly agree’ or ‘agreed’ with the statement ‘Synchronous lessons are 
better than asynchronous lessons’. The remaining 38 students (55% of responses) were 
distributed equally between the negative (‘strongly disagree’, and ‘disagree’) and indifferent 
(‘neither agree nor disagree’) categories. This seems to show a fairly strong preference for 
synchronous classes. 
The students also chose their top three most positive and most negative points of 
studying the Freshman English class online. Regarding the positive points, 60 students (87%)
responded that having no commute was the best thing about online classes. The next most 
popular choice, with 37 respondents, was that they can feel relaxed at home (53.6% of the 
students), followed by ‘my room is more comfortable than the classroom’, which was chosen 
by 24 students (34.8%). As for the negative feelings towards online classes, the top choice 
was that students could not meet their classmates face-to-face (48 students, 69.6% of 
respondents), followed by technical problems (35 students, 50.7% of all respondents), then 
‘it’s embarrassing for my family to hear me during class’ (18 students, 26.1% of 
respondents). 
In the qualitative portion of the questionnaire, student opinions were largely mixed. 
One student responded that ‘talking one-on-one (with classmates) is nervous’, while another 
replied, ‘I don’t know what to do when a large number of people enter the breakout room’. 
Several students responded that they want to have face-to-face classes in the second semester, 
while the majority responded that they ‘don’t want to change anything’ in the second term. 
What to Improve Moving Forward 
In response to the COVID-19 situation many university lecturers found it difficult to 
transpose their face-to-face courses online (Cruickshank, 2020). The situation was 
exacerbated for those teachers who were not confident or experienced in integrating 
technology into their classrooms (Bailey & Lee, 2020), as were those lecturers who held less 
favourable views of technology (Kessler, 2006; Kessler & Plakans, 2008). With technology 
platforms changing at a rapid pace, “the online environment also presents challenges for 
many academic staff who increasingly require higher levels of technological competency and 
proficiency on top of their regular academic workload” (Gillett-Swan, 2017. p.20). However, 
with a little distance from the frantic days of the first semester, by having to teach both 
semesters of the academic year online there is a chance to move away from ERT and more 
towards regular distance learning. That is not to suggest that the second semester’s course 
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should be considered a fully-fledged online course, but that with the first semester finished a 
little reflection upon the successes and failures, and then refining of the methods and 
execution of the emergency remote teaching can be undertaken. 
If an elongated period of ERT is to be navigated successfully, it is important to try to 
maximise the positive points of online learning while mitigating the negative points either 
through preparation or mere acceptance that emergency remote teaching should be held to a 
different standard than distance learning. Hodges et al. (2020) argues that the way we 
evaluate the success or failure of a course during ERT should be different than how we would 
normally evaluate an established face-to-face or online course. He points out, “Evaluation of 
ERT should be more focused on the context, input, and process elements than product 
(learning)” (p.9). 
Online instructors have identified that class preparation especially during the initial 
transition was difficult (Hartshorn & McMurry, 2020) and time-consuming (Schmitt &
Eilderts, 2018; Todd, 2020) due to a steep learning curve. However, as the difficulty of 
climbing the steep learning curve wanes, it is important to focus more on student engagement 
(Bozkurt & Sharma, 2020) which can in turn increase student motivation (Morat, Shaari & 
Abidin, 2016).
As online learning lends itself to a student-centred approach (Haggis, 2009; Wright, 
2011), for instructors who are teaching both synchronous and asynchronous classes as part of 
the same course a flipped classroom approach may be beneficial. Marshall and Parris (2020) 
state that, “anything that can be processed without your immediate feedback and assessment 
can be placed out of class, while in class you provide activities that demand your facilitation, 
ongoing informal feedback and guidance” (p.24). This Synchronous Online Flipped Learning 
Approach (Marshall, 2017; Marshall & Buitrago, 2017) promotes synchronous classes that 
are “interactive and dynamic” (Marshall & Kostka, 2020, p4). 
Synchronous classes are important in ERT as they “can help students feel a stronger 
sense of connection to their peers and instructor and stay engaged with course activities” 
(Yamagata-Lynch, 2014, p.189), with other researchers pointing out that a truly student-
centred classroom can only be achieved through synchronous classes (Weigel, 2002; Wegner, 
2015). Although there have been some issues pointed out with videoconferencing software in 
terms of monitoring students (Ng, 2020) or students being too shy to show their face or 
background (Reed, 2020), in my current research “I don’t want people to see my background’ 
was only chosen in 7% of the responses, and ‘I don’t want my housemates/family to hear me’ 
was only chosen in 8% of the responses. Features such as breakout rooms, and virtual 
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backgrounds can be used to promote positivity and engagement in students (Davies et al., 
2020).
Asynchronous classes have benefit in that they promote self-paced learning (Bannan-
Ritland, 2002; Wegner, 2015) which can be useful for students who are still adjusting to a 
way of learning which is new to them. However, just like synchronous lessons, asynchronous 
classes should promote student engagement. This can be achieved by designing activities 
which require commenting on peers’ forum posts (Davies et al., 2020), or recording video or 
audio files to be commented on by other classmates, for example. Likewise, using technology 
outside of the classroom can be beneficial in improving autonomy (Warni et al, 2018), which 
is important for students who are more distanced from their teachers and peers due to 
COVID-19. 
In summary, as we try to improve the quality of ERT on offer we, as teachers, should 
ensure that we are making good use of the technology at our disposal, both to aid our students 
and to reduce teachers’ preparation time. Many of the LMSs used by universities offer 
various degrees of automation that can help to reduce preparation time, or allow quicker and 
easier distribution of lesson content amongst different classes, for example, administering 
online tests which can be batch-graded electronically; using electronic whiteboards to make 
notes for important points in class, which can then be sent electronically to students. 
Likewise, if ERT contains both synchronous and asynchronous components, effort should be 
made to increase student engagement in both facets. By using a flipped approach, as outlined 
above, students can use the asynchronous class time to prepare speaking activities which will 
be performed in synchronous classes. Students should be encouraged to communicate with 
their classmates through text-based forums, for example, to increase engagement as they 
work on tasks together. 
Conclusion 
Although the situation in which we find ourselves is unique in its specifics, the need 
for emergency remote teaching to be implemented may arise again in the future for such 
reasons as natural disasters or civil emergencies. In this case it is important to be prepared for 
such sudden upheaval in teaching situations. One way in which we can mitigate these 
problems is by keeping up to date with new teaching technology. Research found that 
instructors with previous online teaching experience perceived fewer problems with 
emergency remote teaching (Bailey & Lee, 2020). Therefore, by remaining familiar with 
technology-based teaching tools a smoother transition to ERT may be achieved. 
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The very nature of emergency remote teaching may mean that even with prior 
knowledge and experience of online teaching, the curricula themselves may not be entirely 
suitable for online delivery. In this way, creativity in planning (Mackey et al., 2012), a focus 
on empathy, and care of students (Bozkurt & Sharma, 2020) are necessary. 
A mix of synchronous and asynchronous classes seems to balance both the needs and 
wellbeing of the students, and the time constraints of the lecturers. Whether synchronous or 
asynchronous, classes that promote interactivity (Marshall & Kostka, 2020) should be the 
aim. Lastly, ERT should not be thought of as the same as online learning by either the teacher 
or the institution. Emergency remote teaching is undertaken without the benefit of a course 
created specifically for online delivery, and as such expectations of both the students and the 
teachers should be adjusted accordingly. Going into a period of ERT with the above in mind, 
teachers should focus on making the best out of their previously established curriculum, 
adapting it as best as they can to promote as much student engagement as possible with their 
chosen online platform. 
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